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insas, the present. Lodestar

boratories are holding a sales

nvention at a hotel in Wichita, where
¢y hope to pitch industrial lubricants
apotentially lucrative customer called
ller. The Lodestar team includes two
perienced salesmen, Larry and Phil,
1syoung researcher Bob. Phil is in the
acess of divorce, while Bob is recently
iried and a devout Baptist. Larry tries
explain their function and ethos to
:young man.

The evening does not go as they hoped
tinitially seems that Fuller missed
:convention, until it emerges that he
:nt the event talking to Bob about life
ddeath. Fuller also invited Bob to a
vate party later that night —although
slate, Larry and Phil urge him to

vage the event by arranging a meeting
th the sales team. Bob returns several
urs later, but Larry is distraught to

m that Bob used the opportunity to
ccuss religion with Fuller, rather than
siness. They fight, until Phil parts

:m. The next morning, Larry sees Bob
king to Fuller again in the hotel foyer.

+mo suits schmooze under the credits
‘The Big Kahuna, as the familiar
mography of American salesmanship
aid out. Debut director John Swanbeck
ks up on business cards and lapel

dges; at a convention, a character
narks, “All God’s chillun wear name

.” The salesman is one of the defining
thetypes of twentieth-century

nerican culture, particularly in the
atre, which is where Roger Rueff’s
itwas first seen. The star of this

sion, Kevin Spacey, has mined the

llow dreams of salesmanship before:
screen in Glengarry Glen Ross and on
gein The Iceman Cometh. Here, he gives
idriven huckster Larry a buccaneering
ze, rolling through the foyer and
mping his chewing gum on another
wention’s fancy hors d’oeuvres platter.
icey surfs the hot air of the dialogue

th grace.

aarry and his veteran colleague Phil
any DeVito) are in Wichita to plug

sir firm’s industrial lubricants, together
th young Bob, a fresh-faced innocent
d1a Baptist eager to spread the word.
esmen, the seasoned guys explain,

n't people but “functions”. All three

m to define themselves through
fously enthusiastic renunciations; as
my exclaims, “I don’'t smoke, you quit
nking, Bob here wouldn’t even dream
looking at another woman with lust —
iween the three of us, we’re practically
us.” But the emptiness of the rep’s

:is suggested during a heart-to-heart

The salesman cometh: Kevin Spacey

between the two older men at dead
of night, as a grim hair colourant
infomercial plays in the background.

The play is barely opened out from
its confined setting of the modest
hospitality suite (more like a “hospitality
closet”, gripes Larry) with its mock
marble walls and gilt fittings. Larry
sneers at the unimpressive carrot sticks
and dip laid on for their guests, and
during the event each protagonist has
a brief, brightly coloured fantasy — Bob
sees himself as an adroit mixologist,
miserable Phil imagines launching
himself from the balcony — which settles
back into the grey stuff of reality.

Rueff’s sub-Mamet rhetoric is all
bluster. Despite Spacey’s seductive
rhythms, it’s difficult to know how
to take Larry’s dubious wisdom:
“Sometimes, Bob, you gotta chew
your leg off to get out of life’s traps.”
Throughout, profundity slumps into
bathos. Only a deceptively gentle DeVito
remains eloquently silent, squishing
himself up in weary embarrassment, his
tired eyes subsiding under a forehead
that seems to be bearing down on him.

The narrative approaches a crisis
around the apparent non-appearance of
Fuller, a juicy potential customer. They
discover that Fuller, apparently grieving
for the loss of his dog, has spent the
evening discussing life and death with
Bob, who is only too keen to steer the
conversation towards Christ. “So,” Larry
snarls, “the subject of lubricants didn’t
come up?” Spacey in particular gets
some comic mileage out of the phrase
“Industrial lubricants”, but it's uphill
work. A promisingly dark comedy might
be constructed around sales sharks being
frustrated by an idealistic young pup,
but instead Rueff ponders what it is to be
aMan. Fresh-faced Bob looks at his jaded
colleagues and wonders how a person
attains character; by the end of the long
day’s journey into sales, we are to infer,
he has begun to attain some of the

requisite wrinkles on his soul. Completed

in 1999, The Big Kahuna has had to wait
around for its British release, but it hasn’t
picked up any more character.

David Jays
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A documentary chronicling the
‘Billabong Odyssey’, an 18-month journey
by a group of champion surfers and

their support team who find and ride

the world’s biggest waves. Using the
latest jet-powered watercraft tow vehicles
and cutting-edge weather-tracking
technology, the Billabong team are ready
at amoment’s notice to ride immense,
60-foot waves that can emerge anywhere
on the planet. Featured surfers Shawn
Barron, Layne Beachley, Ken Bradshaw,
Ken Collins, Brad Gerlach, Brian
Keaulana, Mike Parsons and Bill Sharp
travel to California, France, Spain,
Australia, Tahiti and Maui, their voyage
culminating in a big-wave surfer
competition at ‘Jaws’, the legendary

big swell off the coast of Hawaii.

Presumably the core audience of
Billabong Odyssey includes die-hard
surfing junkies, in attendance purely
for the ride. For the record, if that’s your
racket it won't disappoint: spectacular
sports footage, towering waves,
miraculous barrel shots, killer wipe-
outs, grinning American surfers saying
things that sound like “adrenaline
awesome totally rush”; it’s all here. The
thrilling opening sequence conveys the
immensity of the ocean and the courage
it takes to face it with just a piece of
fibreglass beneath you. First-time director
Philip Boston (who previously directed
pop videos and Levi’s ads in his native »
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<« Australia) is happy to cater to the
limited demands of his audience and
sponsor, surfing gear multinational
Billabong. Such board-sport
documentaries are by now almost

as predictable as pornography. The
narration is choppy at best, sometimes
disappearing altogether; characters
appear from nowhere, get into action,
then vanish; and the long finale is
unrelated to the premise of the film.
But does this matter?

The most unfortunate obstacle
Billabong Odyssey faces is its release at
around the same time of 2004’s other
surfing documentary, the perfectly
watchable Riding Giants. There director
Stacey Peralta cannily inserted archive
footage when the thin subject matter
verged on tedium, drew the audience
into the sport’s inner circle with carefully
dosed technical detail and framed the
socio-political conditions that generated
these leisure-sport misfits worshipped
as heroes. Billabong has no such
sophistication. The most captivating
footage is exhausted in the opening
five minutes, after which the film gets
bogged down in the technical newspeak
of weather-report computer screens
and rescue procedures, punctuated
by interviews with uncharismatic
technicians and safety experts. Curiously,
the usual dude-talk is spliced with terms
such as “risk management”, ‘safety
windows of opportunity” and “taking
aleadership role”, tainting it with a
distinctly corporate — not to mention
boring — seriousness.

Once the team set off and the road-
movie narrative kicks in, Billabong
Odyssey lapses into a dull, recurring
pattern. A new surfer is briefly
introduced, repetitively filmed riding the
waves, then interviewed on the beach.
Instantly thereafter the film jets off to
some new, faraway place, apparently
having lost all interest in its new
character. Billabong makes a great deal
of including a female surfer, Layne
Beachley, but we eventually sense that
her presence is down to her dating a
more central figure, middle-aged-but-still-
surfing Ken Bradshaw. Some of Billabong’s
surfers were also featured in 2003’s Step
into Liquid (directed by Dana Brown, son
of surf-film pioneer Bruce Brown) but the
absence of more upmarket athletes like
Laird Hamilton (star of Riding Giants)
gives our ageing cast a B-list feel.

Eventually Billabong lands in Maui, and
the tendentious ‘odyssey’ structure — the
travelogue plotline established for surfer
flicks Back in 1966 by the elder Brown'’s
globetrotting classic Endless Summer—is
dropped altogether. Suddenly the film
slows down almost to real time, absorbed
by a Pacific big-wave competition,
and we’re made to watch team after
unfamiliar team compete. Boston is then
subject to the bane of bad documentary
film-making: there is no natural ending
anywhere in sight. The Billabong team
wins nothing (despite a few good rides)
and the event is dominated by a Brazilian
team heretofore unconnected with
the film. Viewers have no idea whom to
root for, and are left all at sea, awaiting
a conclusion that never arrives.

Gilda Williams
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After telling a class that he does not
believe in reincarnation, physics lecrumj
Sean collapses and dies while jogginginj
Central Park. A child is born.

Ten years later, Anna, Sean’s widow,
visits his grave, while Joseph, her ﬁancé}!
waits to drive them home to the Upper
East Side apartment where they live
with Eleanor, her mother; Laura, Anna’s
pregnant sister; and Bob, Laura’s doctor
husband. When a married couple,
Clara and Clifford, old friends of Anna
and Sean, arrive at Anna and Joseph’s
engagement party, Clara tells Clifford
go on ahead and secretly buries a pac
in the park, not realising she is followe
by a ten-year-old boy, also named Sean.

A day or two later the boy interrupts
Eleanor’s birthday party demandingan
interview with Anna. He tells her heis
her husband and wants her; she angril
sends him away. Anna receives a letter
from young Sean telling her not to
marry Joseph, who discovers that the
boy’s father teaches music to a clientin
Eleanor’s apartment block. Confronted
by his father, young Sean refuses to call
off his pursuit of Anna and faints. When
Bob interviews young Sean at his ho
in Brooklyn, where he lives alone wi
his mother, the boy reveals privaté
knowledge of Anna. After
spanking the boy at
a wedding music
rehearsal, Joseph

moves out. Cla
invites




